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and Flexible Learning Series), edited by John S. Daniel, New York, Routledge, 2010,
ix + 186 pp., US$42.95 (paperback), ISBN 978-0-415-87205-8
Mega-schools, technology and teachers: Achieving education for all is a well-written
and engaging book that will inform the thoughts and ideas of any educator. It also has
powerful messages for policy-makers and educational administrators irrespective of
whether they are in poor, middle-income or rich nations. This book leaves the reader
with an abiding sense that education is a fundamentally important and massive
endeavour, and that we are far from succeeding. Sir John Daniel provides some stun-
ning figures: in particular, by 2015, there will be 30 million children without primary
schooling and a shortage of 10 million teachers (p. xx). Those in many poor nations
who are able to attend primary school will often have poor facilities, limited resources
and ‘teachers’ with little or no training.
One gets the impression that writing this book was both a passion and part therapy
for the author. The passion for the topic infuses the whole text and stems from John
Daniel’s work leading the Commonwealth of Learning, especially that focusing on
expanding learning opportunities; the therapy emanates from his desire to make amends
for his mistakes and misunderstandings during his work as Assistant Director General
of UNESCO. The latter needs some explanation and John Daniel provides it thus: 
Researching this book has been an enriching voyage of discovery – accompanied by a
growing sense of shame … I accepted too uncritically the conventional wisdom that the
best route to EFA [Education For All] is the expansion of free public education in
conventional classrooms (p. xxii).
On reading James Tooley’s book The beautiful tree – which appears to have been very
influential on the author – he discovered Mahatma Gandhi’s statement in 1931 ‘that
today India is more illiterate than it was fifty or one hundred years ago, and so is
Burma, because the British administrators … instead of taking hold of things (educa-
tion) as they were, began to root them out’ (p. 8). John Daniel confesses that: 
Gandhi’s account … was personally embarrassing. For most of my time at UNESCO,
India’s Minister for Human Resource Development was Dr Murli Manohar Joshi … We
sat next to each other at a number of international meetings and became well acquainted.
On these occasions Joshi always began his speech by asserting … that the British had
destroyed a good … education system in India… I assume he made this point to tease
me. Now I realise that he was right (p. 8).
Writing Mega-schools, technology and teachers appears, therefore, partly as Sir John
Daniel’s salve for his conscience; he does the world a favour by so doing.
The nub of the book is that, in many respects, although there have been many
successes in the achievement of EFA, there are too many failures, which not only leave
many millions of children and families impoverished, uneducated and exploitable, but
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also leave the rest of humanity (us) less civilised and culpable. The book presents the
case for major expansion of schooling and teacher education. However, John Daniel
argues that continuing the current approaches is not good enough because they have
led to or permitted too many failures. He argues for the recognition that the expansion
of public education is not the answer – partly because of inefficiencies, poor quality,
teacher absenteeism, and so on – although it may help, especially if corruption and
inefficiency are removed. He argues that private education is part of the answer
providing that appropriate standards and monitoring are employed and that they are
incorrupt. This is especially argued for primary schooling where, John Daniel asserts,
the personal contact and interaction are essential. He argues that secondary schooling
can be massively expanded by using various forms of new and established media and
technology from distance education to establish mega/open schools to serve secondary
students at a distance in their local communities. He also argues that a judicious use
of these distance education media can be used to provide good quality teacher educa-
tion for novice/apprentice teachers working in schools.
Those readers familiar with schooling and teacher education in poor nations are
likely to understand that John Daniel has a powerful argument. Too many things are
wrong, of poor quality and corrupt, and as the population increases, there are new
generations of young children waiting, hoping and wishing for someone to educate
them. His solutions, however, do shake the foundations of past policy and practice –
but not to destroy them, but rather to seek to make a massive improvement. There are
economic and practical analyses of examples of educational and technological
ventures, some that have worked and some that have not. The breadth and scale of
these examples are testimony to John Daniel’s prodigious experience. It is difficult to
argue with them, although they do raise some critical questions for me.
Part of John Daniel’s argument about conventional schooling is that it is an old
technology that is inappropriate and too expensive for today’s needs, especially in
poor nations. He claims that there is a misunderstanding that ‘methods of schooling
were based on the principles of the Industrial Revolution’ (p. 49) – principles that he
deploys in the book, via Adam Smith’s ideas (see, for example, pp. 47–50), in a post-
industrial/new technology form, to argue for mega-schools. For example, he says that
‘Tapscott displays this misunderstanding when he writes “the model of education
that still prevails today was designed for the Industrial Age”’(Tapscott, 2009, p. 122,
cited on p. 49). It seems that John Daniel is misinterpreting Tapscott. It is not that
Tapscott was saying that schooling was ‘based on the principles of the Industrial
Revolution’ (although, arguably, the monitorial system was close) but rather he
argues that schooling served the needs of post-Industrial Revolution Britain. This
was not just to produce a literate labour force, but also to discipline children into
social conformity (punctuality, obedience etc) for working in industrial production;
not to mention to occupy workers’ children during work hours. As the historian of
education, David Hamilton (1990), explained by the nineteenth century public
schooling was indeed an ‘educational machine’ with ‘batch processing’ (p. 69).
Therefore, I am not entirely persuaded by John Daniel’s assertion ‘the craft tradition
of classroom teaching is so rooted in our thinking … that it is unlikely to provide a
good framework for applying technology to education at scale in a cost-effective
manner’ (p. 108). Classroom teaching may well be seen partly as a craft but, as
Hamilton (1990) argued, by the 1870s ‘the state rather than the teacher became the
operator of schooling. In turn, teachers ceased to control the educational machine.
Instead they became more like cogs in its inner workings’ (p. 69). This sounds very
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Smithsonian and, thus, for John Daniel’s proposals for mega-schooling, maybe more
amenable than he believes.
Another of John Daniel’s arguments is that, although EFA is widely accepted as a
fundamental principle for humanity, it is largely unaffordable for poor nations and
their donors beyond primary schooling. It is argued that, while primary education
necessarily involves classroom interaction, this is less-necessary in secondary educa-
tion because ‘there is a greater focus on the subject matter and secondary pupils carry
out more independent learning from books and other resources’ (p. 55). Therefore,
Daniel concludes, mega-schools teaching at a distance using various technologies can
fulfil their needs. One could argue, however, that adolescents also require social inter-
action in (good) schooling for their human, social and citizenship development and
that, the subject specialisation which occurs, especially in the senior school, requires
facilities, where students can do music, science, physical education, media creation.
Of course, if the choice is no schooling or mediated mega-schooling, then the latter
wins. I remain concerned, however, that this rationale is born of, and manacled by,
expediency. Although justifiable pragmatically, it has the potential to deter govern-
ments and donors from ever providing good secondary schooling with classrooms and
specialist facilities, and so on. (Which, of course, is what the elite and expatriates in
these nations have for their children, whether in-country or overseas.) Some might
argue that the development of adolescent minds requires interaction with trained
professional teachers and peers to dissuade them from becoming vulnerable to reli-
gious and ideological bigots who inflict so much misery in many poor nations, espe-
cially on girls and women. The aforementioned matters are very difficult and the
criticism here is less of John Daniel’s suggestions – which are important and useful –
and more of the ways they may be interpreted by those who by their actions or neglect
fail secondary school-age children.
The matter of teacher education is very important, too, in Mega-schools, technol-
ogy and teachers. Again, John Daniel seeks to move the learners (student teachers)
out of the classroom (teacher-education institutions) and into the schools and to
provide their training through forms of distance education. This is closely connected
with teachers’ retention in their careers and their professional development. The
problems of not only training enough teachers, but also retaining them and having
them attend their workplaces consistently, are immensely difficult in many poor
nations. John Daniel, drawing on Moon (2008), asserts that ‘if teacher education still
needs major reform, it is not for want of policy initiatives’ (p. 84). He concludes that
most of the policies have failed to meet the needs of the twenty-first century because
they did not address the recruitment of (good) teachers, lacked integration with
school systems, and did not realise the potential and implications of technology. John
Daniel addresses each of these matters before concluding that open and distance
learning ‘is destined to play a vital and dominant role…because there is no alterna-
tive’ (p. 93). He then provides examples from a range of rich to poor nations. The
book has substantial appendices on both open and mega-schools, and on teacher
education and supply.
Readers of Distance Education will be heartened that distance education is prom-
inent in this book and in its ideas for the future. John Daniel’s suggestions for post-
primary open schooling and for teacher education position distance education as
axiomatic to their provision. Of course, his long experience in distance education,
including being vice-chancellor of the UK Open University, means that he under-
stands the field deeply and can recognise its utility for the future. At a time when many
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have been wondering if the name distance education means much in these days of
online media, this is a source of assurance and optimism.
Mega-schools, technology and teachers: Achieving education for all reflects
Sir John Daniel’s aforementioned enormous international expertise and his passion for
education for the future of humanity. It is a book that may shock people who have not
experienced nor understood the magnitude of the disservice and neglect of the world’s
poor children. John Daniel intends that his book will make a difference, not just by
shocking readers with the figures and circumstances, but more importantly by propos-
ing broad practical solutions, many of which are deeply embedded in open and
distance education. If you only read one book this year, make it this one.
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